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For the past three to four decades, immense 
critical energy has been spent on forging 
a new cultural term that can surpass the 
‘modern’. Each attempt has floundered to 
the extent that they have relied, wittingly 
or otherwise, on crucial aspects of the 
modernist cultural paradigm. Ironically, this 
has been particularly true when opposition 
to the modern has been most hostile. 
Somewhat confusingly, the term 
‘contemporary’ designates art that can 
be a few decades old, while modernism 
designates cultural activity that is even older 
(although museums of ‘modern’ art continue 
to open).1 Terry Smith has produced two 
books in quick succession that seek to clarify 
this confusion. He believes there has been 
a momentous change: a ‘world-wide shift 
from the modern to the contemporary’.2 
Contemporary art is not only art occurring 
now; it is seismically different from modern 
and postmodern art, and this transformation 
needs to be explained and understood.3 
Smith attempts to provide this definitive 
break by offering an historical account of 
contemporary art’s emergence and dividing 
it into topologies that account for its 
diversity. 
Smith begins What Is Contemporary Art? by 
outlining key currents within contemporary 
art. The ‘first current’ sits at the ‘top’ end 
of the art-world scale and comprises three 
sub-currents: an uneasy mix of ‘spectacular 
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repetitions of avant-garde shock tactics’ 
(think Damien Hirst, Jeff Koons, Julian 
Schnabel, and Takashi Murakami), a 
‘remodernising’ tendency (Richard Serra, 
Gerhard Richter, and Jeff Wall), and ‘retro-
sensationalism’.4 Such art may look radical 
but it lacks the avant-garde’s ‘political 
utopianism and their theoretic radicalism’.5 
This ‘spectacularism’, as Smith calls it, isn’t 
even limited to art; architects, such as Frank 
Gehry, Santiago Calatrava, and Daniel 
Libeskind, readily fit into this category.6 
While this amalgam appears to have little in 
common, Smith regards this whole current 
as collectively contributing to an ‘aesthetic 
of globalization’.7 The first half of the book 
introduces this heady top-level tier of the art 
world, revealing the bizarre manifestations 
and institutional edifices of late modernism 
in its most overblown, monumental phase. 
Next, Smith moves to art with which he 
has been comfortable for some time—
postcolonial art, his second current. There 
are ‘no art movements here’—instead it is art 
shaped by ‘diversity, identity, and critique’.8 
Further down the scale, Smith locates a more 
humble counter-current that is ‘specific, 
small-scale and modest’; presumably, this 
is the level of the counter-institutional, 
artist-run initiatives (ARIs), local collectives, 
and ground-level initiatives. Often counter-
cultural and counter-global, this level of 
operation is usually more transitory or even 
virtual in its practices and operations. 
These defining characteristics are far 
from coherent; in fact, they are more often 
competing or at odds with one another. 
This prompts the question: what makes 
contemporary art contemporary? After all, art 
at any particular moment in time has always 
been contemporary—and all the art Smith 
lists is, by definition, art that is occurring 
now. Is it possible to have a permanent 
condition of the contemporary? Smith 
freely admits that there is an underlying 
tension in trying to sketch the contours 
of something that is said to diversify and 
proliferate exponentially. He even hints that 
the contemporary might even elude the 
conceptual classifications of the art historian,9 
although this hesitation is momentary. 
Appropriating Heidegger, Smith asserts 
that the current ‘world picture’ remains 
‘shaped by friction between antinomies 
so intense that it resists universal 
generalization, resists even generalization 
about that resistance’. Nevertheless, the 
contemporary ‘world picture’ is ‘far from 
shapeless’.10 Smith argues that it is important 
to discern its shape because contemporary 
art spells something significant. After 
‘modern, bourgeois history has reached 
its completion, [and] as globalization goes 
into slow motion, and eventual meltdown’, 
contemporary art has become, perhaps for 
the first time, ‘the world’s art’.11 Smith often 
follows up detailed analysis with a sweeping 
statement of this kind, particularly if it seems 
to hold wider social or political significance. 
In this case, one reason for such an assertion 
is that the issue of ‘contemporaneity’ is not 
exclusively art-historical or fine-art related.12
Thus, what makes the contemporary 
contemporary are issues wider than art. 
The current situation of instantaneous 
communication is both a condition, and 
the content, of much current artwork 
(globally). Today, Smith contends, numerous 
formats abound for artists to work and 
display their work in, and they think of the 
museum ‘as one event site among many’; 
this mobility, he adds, is recent and ‘hard 
won’.13 Furthermore, nearly all societies 
have become ‘predominantly visual . . 
. driven by image, spectacle, attraction, 
and celebrity’, and artists have to reckon 
with this visual impact ‘on a scale far 
beyond that which their predecessors 
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had to deal’. Society is confronted with a 
new scale of ‘image economy’ that is at 
once ‘shaped and reshaped by a constant 
warring between the visceral urgencies 
of innervation on the one hand and the 
debilitating drift towards enervation on 
the other’.14 If the forces shaping the 
contemporary world are both those of 
innervation and enervation, then these 
characteristics shaping the contemporary—
instantaneous communication, rampant 
image economy, the proliferation of ‘social 
media’ and information-communications 
technologies, etc.—cannot be conceived as 
a straightforward progression from one 
system to another or even as an advance. 
The contemporary world that Smith portrays 
is therefore complex and contradictory; 
unsurprisingly, one of Smith’s reviewers 
has astutely observed more generally that 
the ‘concept of the contemporary can signify 
both complicity with and critique of global 
capital’.15 
As an art historian, Smith has always 
taken a taxonomic approach. He seeks 
to create understanding of a complex 
terrain by creating classifications and 
sub-classifications, aiming to be distinct 
and final. Smith also has a penchant for 
terminological triads layered upon another. 
Most of the time, this tendency does not 
hamper his approach. His fondness for 
schematic categories can, however, lead to 
a schematic treatment of artistic practices. 
His urge to expose institutional ineptness in 
dealing with contemporary art itself leads 
to reductive conflations, especially when 
artworks are treated as mere lists within 
his quickly moving itinerary. While Smith 
is a fine close reader of artworks, many of 
his classifications prove awkward because 
they need to be successive in order for his 
argument to work.16
The positive reception of Smith’s 
account of contemporary art tends 
to overlook such imprecision chiefly 
because it welcomes his effort to chart the 
parameters of contemporary art within a 
decolonised world. This is an important 
and significant undertaking, but it should 
not prevent the examination of his more 
curious formulations if we are to advance 
our understanding of the contemporary 
situation. Smith argues, for instance, that 
today there is a degree of heightened self-
reflexive examination, which is a condition of 
contemporaneity:
What makes these concerns distinct 
from the contemporary preoccupations 
of previous art is that they are 
addressed—explicitly, although 
more often implicitly—not only by 
each work of art to itself and to its 
contemporaries but also, and definitely, 
as an interrogation into the ontology 
of the present, one that asks: What 
it is to exist in the conditions of 
contemporaneity?17 
However, this explanation is not 
completely convincing, as he includes 
‘hopeful anticipations’ in his roll call of 
‘common forms of art today’.18 The only 
feasible alternative explanation of Smith’s 
rather opaque point is more contentious: 
what differentiates the current situation 
is the more intense questioning of the 
contemporary situation in present-day art. 
But how do we judge whether we are more 
conscious of our predicament than any 
previous generation has been at any other 
point in time? In Contemporary Art: World 
Currents, Smith defines the condition of 
contemporaneity more straightforwardly 
as a uniquely simultaneous experience: 
‘they all occur to us, nowadays, at the same 
time’—except this experience is pervaded by 
difference—‘we have become more intensely 
aware of this presence of difference all 
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around us (and in us?)’.19 
Smith’s chief contention is no less 
equivocal. If the contemporary amounts to a 
paradigm break, it must constitute a cultural 
phenomenon distinct from modernist or 
traditional cultures. At times, Smith doubts 
whether this proposition is feasible or even 
helpful. The alignment of the contemporary 
with the ‘postcolonial turn’, however, 
tilts the argument in favour of thinking 
that a cultural break is not only a useful 
proposition, but also a progressive one. This 
rules out considering whether contemporary 
art is what becomes of the threads of 
modernist art when it becomes worldwide 
and multicultural.20 
Ultimately, Smith’s definition of 
modernism in the visual arts remains too 
indebted to a mid-twentieth-century, largely 
American, or ‘Greenbergian’ account, which 
focused on each art form discovering its 
medium specific or essential conditions. 
Smith first came to prominence as a 
formalist advocate of hard-edge abstraction 
in the 1960s,21 but he also made his critical 
reputation by disputing this method of 
art inquiry. Ironically, the adoption of the 
formalist understanding of modernism, as 
well as its rebuttal, constitutes the formative 
points in Smith’s career. 
The formalist account of modernism 
is perhaps the narrowest definition 
available; yet, for the same reason, it is the 
most seductive. Detractors of modernism 
regularly reiterate the formalist definition in 
order to denounce modernism as a whole. 
By now, however, this is a well-worn cliché 
and replete with ahistorical stereotypes. Yet, 
it only takes a cursory view of the jumble 
of typical attributes and challenges usually 
associated with the modern to discern 
how limited this view is. David Lodge, for 
instance, lists:
formal experiment, dislocation of 
conventional syntax, radical breaches 
of decorum, disturbance of chronology 
and spatial order, ambiguity, polysemy, 
obscurity, mythopoetic allusion, 
primitivism, irrationalism, structuring 
by symbol and motif rather than 
narrative or argumentative logic, and 
so on.22
Such a list also reveals how difficult it is to 
equate these attributes with an essential view 
of modernity. 
But the impasse does not derive simply 
from associating the modern with everything 
culturally and critically redundant and 
malign.23 While denouncing the modern, 
advocates of new terms regularly attempt 
to move on by recruiting its critical-cultural 
vocabulary to their cause. Many of the 
characteristics in Lodge’s list were for a 
time associated with either the postmodern, 
altermodern, the postcolonial, or the 
contemporary. Further, most of these 
attributes derive from modernism, if not 
French or German romanticism.24 Yet they 
are frequently enlisted to announce the latest 
cultural-artistic advances. In short, efforts 
to claim any advance on modernist culture 
since the 1960s have floundered because 
in one way or another they have relied on 
modernist precedents in order to claim they 
surpass the modern. 
The challenges of decolonisation are 
profound in significance, and equally 
important are the claims of postcolonial 
art—and before that the claims of gender 
equality, and more recently those of 
ecological preservation, which signal the 
limit of unbridled industrial-technological 
modernisation. Smith’s books are immensely 
important in signalling these changes—
particularly postcolonial art, which is 
now a standard feature of international 
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art surveys—and his arguments are also 
important in explaining how they have 
transformed art practice. Yet, his case 
for asserting a complete break between 
the modern and the contemporary—his 
sometimes adamant, sometimes equivocal 
central argument—is lacking. He fails to 
make a convincing case for such a definitive 
claim.
Paradoxically, the important assumptions 
that underpin Smith’s assertion of 
contemporaneity also rely on certain 
modernist cultural values. His promotion 
of the postcolonial and multicultural 
coexistence implies the liberal value of 
tolerance (liberal but commonly held on 
the Left), a notion of the equality and 
universality of civic rights and liberties 
(Enlightenment), critique and legitimate 
dissent (Enlightenment), ‘hopeful 
anticipations’ (modernist), and also cultural 
relativity (modernist).25 For this reason, it 
is difficult to concur that a commitment 
to decolonisation and postcolonialism 
necessarily requires a disavowal of 
universals, even though this is said to mark 
its key point of difference. 
On the contrary, it would seem that 
these stale, old ‘bourgeois’ conceits are 
one key factor inciting and informing the 
often-contradictory democratic challenges 
of the so-called ‘Arab Spring’. Regime after 
autocratic regime has sought to dismiss 
demands for democratic rights and values 
by dismissing them as Western-imposed 
values, foreign to the traditions of the nation, 
or acts of imperialism. Meanwhile insurgent 
populations claim that such ‘universals’ 
were precisely what they wanted access 
to—these were not to remain the preserve of 
the wealthy bourgeois West, but to be shared 
across diverse cultures and nations.  
While the story of modernist culture 
reveals that its citizens have never been able 
to live easily with modernity, its critical and 
cultural values are still constantly drawn 
upon in order to legitimate contemporary 
critical-creative ambitions. At one point, 
for instance, Smith explains the ‘third 
current’ in contemporary art today is 
composed of artists who strive ‘to grasp 
the changing nature of time, place, media, 
and mood today’. They do so, he continues, 
in circumstances in which ‘possibilities of 
placemaking’ need to be thought in terms of 
‘dislocation’ and in which we find that the 
‘fundamental, familiar constituents of being 
are becoming, each day, steadily stranger’.26 
This echoes a point made earlier by Picasso, 
who reminisced in 1964 that the whole point 
of cubist collage was to make the strangeness 
of the world evident by enabling a ‘displaced 
object’ to enter
a universe for which it was not made 
and where it retains, in a measure, its 
strangeness. And this strangeness was 
what we wanted to make people think 
about because we were quite aware 
that our world was becoming very 
strange and not exactly reassuring.27
The vocabulary is very similar. It reveals 
that artists then felt much the same way 
about their ‘modernity’ as today’s artists 
feel about their ‘contemporaneity’. The 
difference, of course, as Smith rightly points 
out, is that the older versions of modernist 
‘strangeness’ are now housed in a form of 
institutional grandeur that was completely 
foreign to the experience of the original 
avant-garde. Smith cites the ‘triumphant 
overreach’ of institutions, such as the 
Guggenheim Museum with its ‘global 
franchising’.28 Smith’s project is therefore 
important in updating the ambitions of art 
in new circumstances and in a decolonised 
world in which contemporary art is 
everywhere—as he says, it is the world’s art 
today. This requires a new understanding 
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and Smith provides it. Yet, for all the 
purported timeliness of the contemporary, 
it is equally untimely, the times remain out 
of joint and artists are still pointing out the 
strangeness of our world. For this and many 
other reasons outlined above, the central 
argument that aligns contemporaneity 
with a cultural paradigm break remains 
unconvincing. The zeitgeist frenzies that 
have regularly broken out since the late 
1960s around terms that promise a sheer 
break from modernity in order to announce 
a new and unique cultural situation 
actually inhibit understanding of how our 
contemporary situation remains embroiled 
within its wayward, far from resolved legacy. 
The old modernist story remains pertinent: 
we remain mute if deprived of its critical-
cultural resources, which would be the 
aesthetic-critical equivalent of throwing the 
baby out with the bathwater, even if it is true 
that we continue to find modernity difficult 
to live with. 
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